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This is a work of fiction. Any names, characters, places, or incidents that are like real life are purely coincidental. The content of this book is used from the author’s imagination and used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real people. either living or dead, is purely coincidental. The fictionally named places were created to allow the author flexibility for literary freedom and innovation, without being constricted to describe real places accurately. 

Author’s note

Sarah and Grant’s story evolved when I was writing the first book in the “Cedar’s Port” series. I felt that Sarah and her children had a lot more of their lives to reveal and so I began writing. There are many single moms in our busy world, and we sometimes forget their daily struggles to keep going. Bills must be paid with rent / house payments and children to juggle. It is difficult to raise a family alone. 

I created Grant’s character to be the love interest and the person she turns to when she is threatened. Grant is a complex war veteran who is suffering from PTSD and must struggle through life with the knowledge that his leg will never be the same. He is not the same man as he was before the explosion. 

Sarah and Grant find something in each other that neither was looking for, nor expected. They found love and new hope for a bright future. 

I hope you will enjoy reading Sarah and Grant’s story.

With love

Lizzy
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Chapter 1
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Sarah

It was a warm and muggy, late autumn morning. The sun was struggling to reach its glowing rays in between the tall cedar trees. They towered over the trail like sentinels guarding the forest. Sarah’s feet were pounding the trail as she ran her usual morning route through the welcoming trees. It was the only sound around her and she welcomed the solace, craved it even. The trees were beautiful, tall, and fragrant. She could smell the aroma from the wood. It cleansed her thoughts and calmed her. Here, her mind was set free in her favorite place where she could breathe fresh air instead of the stifling heat in the restaurant kitchen. Her shift had been busy last night as people were milling to the beach to celebrate the Labor Day weekend. The firework display had drawn large crowds to the beach in Cedar’s Port. It had been exceptionally busy in the restaurant, which was situated on the boardwalk together with a string of restaurants and beach stores. The serving staff had managed to turn around each table at least three times, maybe more. Sarah had lost count as she made sure every plate left the kitchen to the high standard the customers expected. Their restaurant was well known for its quality dining experience.

Sarah picked up the pace as the trail wound up a hill. She relished the challenge and timed herself to the summit. Her breathing was labored as she found her mark just sticking up taller than the other trees on the higher ground. It was a lone red cedar tree, standing majestically at the top of the hill with its scale-like, blueish green leaves. She focused her breathing and let her eyes take in the beautiful tree standing stoically up ahead. As she ran closer, she could make out the familiar small yellow flowers and its blue tinged, berry-like cones in the branches towering above her. It was her half-way marker on her route, and she usually paused to stretch her legs while taking in the view over the rolling hilltops. It was the perfect start to a new day. She stopped her timer and smiled; she’d shaved off five seconds from last time. She was on fire this morning. She let her feet slow into a fast walk in a circle and stopped when she was level to the tree again. She fished out her water bottle from a small black pouch that was strapped to her lower back and took several large refreshing gulps of the cool liquid. It was heaven to feel it slide down her throat, cooling her hot body from the exertion of running. Her heart rate slowed as she was now standing still next to the tree. Her eyes drifted to the familiar thin trunk with its peeling bark and its gray, reddish-brown color as she stretched out her long-toned legs. While she was stretching, she rewarded herself and took in the spectacular view laid out in front of her. She was looking down across a huge valley of rolling hills and trees in varying shades of green, orange, yellow and some red, as far as she could see to the north and west. The sun was just rising above the treetops in the east, and it was a breathtaking view. There were plenty of cedars and junipers, but she also recognized the shapes of loblolly pines, sweetgums, and red maple trees. She let her eyes feast on the colorful view, taking in the nuances and shapes of the changing heights of the landscape stretching out before her. Behind her was the coast and the town of Cedar’s Port. She never tired of this view. Once she had her fill and taken her obligatory photo for her sunrise collection, she let her gaze drop back to the trail ahead. It meandered downwards and to her right back east to the town of Cedar’s Port. 

Sarah started running along the trail again and soon found her comfortable pace and let her breathing relax into it. She thought of her children, seven-year-old Ryan, and five-year-old Megan. They had made great recoveries after the house fire that summer which had almost killed them. A lunatic lawyer called Greg Rownham, had gone crazy and tried to burn his ex-wife’s house down in a drunken rage. Only, he had got the wrong house and tried to kill Sarah and her children who had been sleeping inside at the time when the fire started. It had made national news and the little town had become a hornet’s nest of reporters and journalists seeking the scoop of the story to sell to the big TV networks. They had been waiting for Sarah and her kids outside the hospital hoping she would stop and give an interview. When she declined, the reporters followed her for days to her apartment and her work. It was an unpleasant experience and something she wished she could forget. Sarah was relieved when the reporters finally left her and Cedar’s Port to follow the trial of the disgraced lawyer in a different city.

Sarah thought of that terrifying night of the fire that still haunted her dreams, as she picked up the pace and ran in comfortable long strides through the trees. She was a light sleeper and had woken up that night hearing splashing noises against the house. She had been dreaming that she was at sea and couldn’t quite make out where she was at first. Her own apartment had had a gas leak and the whole complex had to be evacuated overnight while the workmen tried to fix the issue. She had to find somewhere for her and the kids to sleep for the night. It had been past ten PM, and she didn’t want to bother her parents late at night as they would be asleep. She knew they wouldn’t mind despite the late hour, but she was an independent woman. She was a single mom but that didn’t mean she had to rely on her parents all the time. 

Sarah’s younger brother Cameron had just finished restoring a house at the edge of town and she had taken the keys and some overnight clothes and driven there for the night with her children. They had all fallen straight back to sleep. She remembered being tired since she had worked the early breakfast shift that day. Sarah recalled that her upstairs bedroom window had been opened slightly as it had been the height of summer, and it was a stiflingly hot night. The smell of gas had put her on full alert and woken her up properly with a start. She had looked out of her window and seen a man laughing as he watched the house. A fire was burning ferociously up the walls toward her bedroom window. The glow of the hot flames had covered the entire outside wall within seconds. She recalled the angry roar the flames appeared to make as they rushed toward her, and she remembered panicking. She ran for Ryan and Megan who were fast asleep in the next room, oblivious of the danger surrounding them. She had practically dragged them out of their beds. The crazy man had drenched the house in gas before setting it alight, so it had burned quickly, and the rooms were filling with dark billowing smoke. Sarah had covered them all in Megan’s comforter and made them all hunker down whilst breathing through the material as they ran down the stairs and out of the house. Had it not been for Sarah’s quick thinking they would have all died in the quick-spreading house fire. As it turned out, they had made it out of the house in the nick of time with only minor injuries and smoke inhalation. The house itself was destroyed and the man responsible was jailed for life.  

Sarah kept her feet beating the trail in rhythm, as she took a few cleansing breaths to calm her warring mind. She was fine and her children were doing great. They had gone as a family to see Dr. Crawford who was a skilled trauma therapist in Cedar’s Port. She helped the trio talk through their traumatic event from that night and how they had survived. Their burns and smoke inhalation injuries were a thing of the past. The children had both started a new school year, last month. Ryan was in second grade and Megan in kindergarten. So why couldn’t Sarah relax? Her kids were safe and happy, but she felt like there was danger everywhere and she had trouble sleeping. Sarah had a distinct feeling that someone was watching her, even here, out in the forest. She thought it must be a remnant of her and the children making national headlines after the fire. The news vans and reporters were everywhere in Cedar’s Port after the arson attempt. The reporters had even been waiting for her when she was discharged from the hospital and hounded her for comments for days afterwards. They had followed her to work and tried getting her to talk about the fire. Dr. Crawford had mentioned PTSD and asked her to carry on seeing her after her children were discharged. Children were more resilient and given their young ages, they had recovered quickly without any aftereffects. 

Sarah was a worrier and her mind had been all over the place for weeks after the fire. Since her divorce four years ago, she was over-protective of her children. Her ex-husband was in sales and had been away more than he was home. She had discovered lipstick on his collar on several shirts in his laundry after one of his trips. It spoke volumes of his affair since Sarah did not wear bright red lipstick. When she confronted him, he broke down in tears and confessed immediately. He had been seeing another sales representative for almost a year behind her back. The fact that he had hidden it from her for months hurt Sarah more than his infidelity. He said he had been meaning to tell her but had chickened out several times. Once the truth of the affair was in the open, he told her that he didn’t love her anymore and he wanted out. He said he wasn’t cut out to be a father and husband with his crazy schedule travelling all over the US. He said they were better off without him. They had argued and he left her with a three-year old and a baby. It was unforgivable. Sarah filed for divorce and full custody, which was granted by their lawyers. Her ex-husband gave their children a small lump sum in a trust for their eighteenth birthdays and added a further action to the divorce. He had signed away all his rights as a father of Ryan and Megan. He just washed away his responsibility for them, leaving her to raise her children alone. How could a man do such a thing to his own flesh and blood? It was the most shocking thing she had ever had to endure. How did she even begin to explain to her kids that their father didn’t want them? Since then, Sarah had done everything to be there for her children, playing both mom and dad at the same time as well as keeping her job as a chef.

Sarah was breathing hard as she poured out her frustration into her running. It helped somewhat. She was still angry four years later. She heard on the grapevine in Cedar’s Port that her ex-husband had remarried and moved on. He lived in Texas, and she hoped she would never have to lay her eyes on her ex again. The betrayal was still raw and painful, as she was left raising the children on her own. She had her family to help her of course. Her mom and dad were amazing with the children and her younger brothers Cameron and William helped to babysit when she worked the dinner shift at the restaurant. They were all prominent in her life and she was thankful to have such a close-knit family. It wasn’t the same however, as having a husband and a life companion. A special equal with whom she could share her inner thoughts and celebrate her successes and be with her in her downfalls. She felt abandoned and lonely. Sarah was only in her early thirties, but the thought of starting again made her feel terrified. She didn’t know if she could ever trust a man again. 

Sarah arrived at the trail head and was back on the edge of Cedar’s Port. She drove her car down the streets towards her apartment complex. She had time for a quick shower and change before driving to her parents’ house to pick up Ryan and Megan. They had stayed the night because Sarah had worked the late shift in the restaurant. They were used to sleeping at their grandparents’ house. There was a big yard to play in with a pool which kept them happy and occupied as they were both proficient swimmers. Her dad had arthritis in his back and the warm pool helped his aching muscles. Sarah knew that her parents had always wanted a house with a pool. When they moved to Cedar’s Port from Asher town, over thirteen years ago, they found their dream house. Sarah had been a junior chef back then and had just got her first job in Cedar’s Port. She was still working in the same restaurant and was now an experienced chef. She couldn’t go for the sous-chef or head chef positions when they became available due to her children needing her at home. Her career had to come second. As a single mom, her time with the kids was something she did not regret. They were everything to her. 

Sarah had that tingling feeling on the hairs at the back of her head as she pulled away from her apartment building. She felt as if she was being watched. It was still early and there was no one milling around as it was Sunday morning. Most people were still in bed recovering from being out late the previous night at the firework display. She shrugged off the feeling and made for her parents’ house.

————————————————
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“Mommy!” cried five-year-old Megan as Sarah opened the patio doors to the back yard. She was followed by her mom who held a tray of plastic glasses with a jug of iced tea. The young girl shot out of the pool and ran into her mom’s outstretched arms. 

“I missed you slugger!” Sarah giggled and wrapped her arms around her wet daughter. She heard a loud splash from the pool as her seven-year-old son, Ryan surfaced with a big whoop.

“I got them, I got them all, grandpa, look!” He shouted as he held out four dive sticks in the air. 

“You sure did buddy!” Sarah heard her dad’s booming voice from the side of the pool. She let Megan go and walked out on the porch and down the steps toward the pool. She had a big wet patch in the shape of Megan’s head on her shirt, but it didn’t matter. The warm weather would soon dry the material. Sarah’s eyes took in her son and father with love. Ryan was happily swimming towards the shallow end of the pool as her dad, Edward Marshall, sat on a recliner in his red and white swimming shorts. His skin was tanned and for a man in his late fifties, he looked healthy and younger than his age. He didn’t have a pot belly like some men acquired with age. Her dad was lean, slim and tall and worked as an accountant in town. Edward had been a runner like Sarah, and it was he that had got her into doing track in school. She had stuck with running ever since. It was her stress-reliever and sanctuary when she needed to think.

Ryan spotted her and waved with his hands full of dive sticks. He was perfecting his diving skills and loved being underwater. 

“Hey, mommy!” He called out and coughed as he took in some water. He swam to the shallow end to the steps, got out the pool and ran towards her. He was dripping water everywhere and shook his hair out of his face like all little boys do when they get out of the water.

“Mommy, I got four dive sticks in one go. Isn’t that neat?” The boy glowed with pride and puffed out his chest. His grandparents were chuckling at his enthusiasm behind Sarah.

“That’s brilliant!” Sarah couldn’t help giving him her biggest smile as he came to give her a huge wet hug. 

“I trust you have been good for grandpa and grandma last night?” She asked.

Megan was standing with her brother and they both nodded.

“The fireworks were awesome!” Said Ryan with a fist bump in the air as he made some firework like noises and started circling his mom and sister. He was making fireworks and Megan joined in.

“Yeah!” Megan added and jumped on the spot not to be outdone by her big brother.

“I brought fresh iced tea!” Sarah’s mom, Mary called out across the patio. 

“Awesome!” Ryan exclaimed and made a wet beeline for the table next to his grandma.

“Wait for me, Ryan!” Megan ran after him.

Sarah made a comical eyebrow at her dad as she waited for him to catch up. They walked together towards the trio of Mary and the children, who were now sipping the cool lemonade. Sarah heard some satisfied lip smacking and a loud burp from Ryan.

“Ooops, sorry grandma. It just sorta came out!”

It was the perfect idea for a hot day and the grownups giggled at Ryan’s stomach. Sarah was happy to sit in the shade within the safety of her family surrounding her. They caught up on last night’s fireworks display and Sarah could tell her parents about her busy night at the restaurant.  
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Chapter 2
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Stephen

Stephen Belton stood in his usual spot, hidden by the cedar trees as Sarah ran past on the forest trail. She was impressive as she ran right in front of him on the trail at speed. She was like a magnificent gazelle with a golden mane. He could almost make out her scent as she brushed one of the branches right by him. She never saw him. He made sure of that. Once she was gone, he had allowed himself to come. He released hard onto a tree trunk and fell to his knees, spent. Stephen was wearing camouflage clothes and a dark cap. He was even wearing camouflage paint on his cheeks to blend in with the forest landscape. 

Stephen was obsessed with Sarah and had been following her for weeks. Ever since he saw her on the national news in the aftermath of the fire, he knew he had to make her his, like he had with the others. There was no one like her. Blonde hair, perfect figure and athletic, just like the others. Blonde and athletic - that was his type. There had been three women before her. Each of them pretty like the one before, but Sarah Forrester was something else entirely. She was a lady, and she was always with other people apart from when she was running. She made him nervous and exhilarated at the same time. The forest trail was his ‘way in’ when he was ready for her, but the voices were content with him watching and waiting – for now.

Stephen was always watching and learning Sarah’s routine. He had most of it down to a tee after following her around for weeks. He could anticipate where she was going to be and lie in wait in one of his hiding places as she arrived. He was always watching her every movement. Sarah was a chef and the restaurant where she worked was on the boardwalk on the beach with eating places, bars, and stores. The buildings and beach paraphernalia gave him a plethora of places to hide behind and watch her through his binoculars. He never went inside Sarah’s restaurant, that would be too obvious. As Stephen followed her, he sometimes saw her with two young kids, but they were not with her all the time. They stayed with an older couple sometimes. He didn’t like kids; they were whiny and stupid. Stephen knew where Sarah lived and where she worked, thanks to the media who had followed her around after the fire. All he had to do was tag along and when they left Cedar’s Port, he had her all to himself. Stephen had scouted out several hiding places for the past few weeks, so that he was never in the same place watching. Stephen was good at hiding. He had been hiding from people all his life.

Stephen was pretending to be a freelance journalist and travelled all over the country. He didn’t do any writing; it was his cover. The voices in his head told him where to go and who to follow. Stephen was a Belton, son of the Belton kitchen and bathroom manufacturer mogul. His father, Robert Belton, was a multi-billionaire, and Stephen had never worked a day in his life. He had grown up with servants and maids taking care of his every need. Stephen was an only child and his father had made sure he was well cared for while he worked everywhere in the country. He took care of everyone else, but his own son whom he always left at home. Stephen’s mom died in a car accident when he was a baby and he had never known anyone other than his father. He was a loner who had been through private schooling. He wasn’t the brightest, but he understood computers and was good at coding and hacking. His anti-social, awkward behavior became more prevalent the older he got. He was an adult now, in his early twenties. He had been detained in a psychiatric unit twice before and he was determined to stay out of their radar from now on. He didn’t take his medicine because they made him feel weird. If he kept travelling to new places, he could be himself as no one knew him. He just had to stay away from people as they tended to see right through him. 

Stephen was tall with a medium build, but he had a sickly pale pallor. His hair was shaved short almost like a military buzz cut but not neat. His sticky tufts of hair made him look ill, like he was receiving treatment, and his hair appeared as if it was falling out in places. His eyes were a steely gray, and he came across as weird with a piercing stare and an odd manner. He had never made a single friend in school. People confused him and he couldn’t understand why they behaved in such strange ways. Women were the strangest creatures he had ever come across. The maids in the house would be singing and dancing when they thought he wasn’t looking. They spoke animatedly and wore make-up and smelled funny. When the voices in his head gave him the “urge”, he had to act.

His first victim had been a Russian maid that his father had hired. They had started having sex when he was fifteen and she had been his first. She taught Stephen BDSM sexual practices. They had played role play games in the basement of Belton Manor for months. Stephen forgot he had tied her up after one of their sex games and he had a mental episode. He was sectioned to a mental hospital for the first time. She was discovered by the Belton Manor staff four months later, when she began to smell. His father had covered it up. She was an illegal and would not be missed, he said
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